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• Five studies tested the effects of perspective taking on conspiracy beliefs.
• Events with big (as opposed to small) consequences increase conspiracy beliefs.
• These effects are moderated by perspective taking.
• Consequence size influences conspiracy beliefs only among perspective takers.
• These effects of perspective taking are mediated by sense-making motivation
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People believe in conspiracy theories more strongly following consequential as opposed to inconsequential
events. We expected this effect to be most pronounced among people who take the perspective of the group
that is directly affected by the event. Five studies support our line of reasoning. Studies 1 and 4 reveal that par-
ticipants endorsed stronger conspiracy beliefs when reading about an event with big consequences (i.e., an op-
position leader of an African country died in a car crash) than when reading about an event with small
consequences (the opposition leader survived the car crash), but only among participants who took the perspec-
tive of the citizens of the African country. Similar findings emerged using an individual difference measure of
perspective-taking abilities, and with different operationalizations of conspiracy beliefs (Studies 2 and 3).
Study 5 revealed that the effects of perspective-taking are mediated by participants' own sense-making motiva-
tion. It is concluded that perspective taking promotes conspiracy beliefs when confronted with events that are
harmful to another group.

© 2014 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Introduction

People frequently are confronted with impactful and threatening
events such as wars, terrorist strikes, economic crises, and the unex-
pected deaths of famous individuals. One possible way to make sense
of such events is to believe in conspiracy theories. Although there are
various definitions of conspiracy beliefs (Bale, 2007), a common defini-
tion is that these beliefs constitute an explanatory framework that in-
volve a number of actors—frequently elected officials, managers, or
legitimate institutions—that meet in secret agreement, and try to
achieve a hidden goal which is perceived as unlawful or malevolent
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(Zonis & Joseph, 1994). Belief in conspiracy theories can bewidespread:
For instance, in 2004, 49% of New York city residents believed that the
US government was complicit in the 9-11 terrorist strikes (Sunstein &
Vermeule, 2009), and in 1991, 56% of US citizens believed in one of
the JFK-conspiracy theories (Pipes, 1997). Moreover, belief in conspira-
cy theories predicts detrimental variables such as increased hostility, in-
creased political cynicism, and decreased interpersonal trust (e.g.,
Abalakina-Paap, Stephan, Craig, & Gregory, 1999; Goertzel, 1994;
Swami et al., 2011), and causally influences feelings of political power-
lessness, which in turn predicts withdrawal from politics (Jolley &
Douglas, 2014). Belief in conspiracy theories is thus not a trivial or path-
ological phenomenon, but instead deserves the serious research atten-
tion of the social sciences (Robins & Post, 1997; see also Douglas &
Sutton, 2011).

An important insight in this research domain is that conspiracy beliefs
are part of a monological belief system, which refers to a closed-minded
network of mutually supportive beliefs about the world. Specifically, be-
lief in a conspiracy theory reinforces a general worldview assuming that
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many worldly affairs can be attributed to the existence of secret and evil
conspiracies. As a consequence, belief in one conspiracy theory is an ex-
cellent predictor of the extent to which a perceiver also believes in other
conspiracy theories (e.g., Goertzel, 1994; Lewandowski, Oberauer, &
Gignac, 2013; Sutton & Douglas, in press; Swami, Chamorro-Premuzic,
& Furnham, 2010; Swami et al., 2011; Swami et al., 2013). Research
even indicates that contradictory conspiracy theories (e.g., the belief
that Bin Laden died years before the raid in Abbottabad versus the belief
that Bin Laden is still alive today) are positively correlated, a finding that
was mediated by participants' overall belief in the deceptiveness of au-
thorities (Wood, Douglas, & Sutton, 2012).

Various authors noted that central in the processes leading to belief
in conspiracy theories is a desire to make sense of impactful and threat-
ening societal events. In his seminal work, Hofstadter (1966) proposed
that a main function of conspiracy beliefs is to provide causal explana-
tions for complex events that are considered distressing by perceivers.
Also other scholars described such a desire to increase understanding
of events that are hard to comprehend otherwise as a core motivation
to believe in conspiracy theories (e.g., Bale, 2007; Clarke, 2002). Empir-
ical findings are largely consistentwith these assertions. Various studies
reveal that feelings of being out of control, aswell as the related concept
of uncertainty, instigate some of themental processes that are associat-
ed with conspiracy beliefs (Newheiser, Farias, & Tausch, 2011; Sullivan,
Landau, & Rothchild, 2010; Van Prooijen & Jostmann, 2013; Whitson &
Galinsky, 2008). More generally, it has been noted that lacking control
and feelings of subjective uncertainty prompt sense-making processes
aimed at seeing the world as orderly, consistent, and predictable,
which feeds into human belief systems (Park, 2010; Shermer, 2011;
Van den Bos, 2009).

The above considerations suggest that conspiracy beliefs are most
likely to flourish following events that are considered both impactful
and threatening. Correspondingly, it has been argued that people en-
gage in consequence–cause matching—which refers to the general attri-
butional tendency of people to assume a major cause for events that
had major consequences (Fiedler, Freytag, & Unkelbach, 2011; LeBoeuf
& Norton, 2012)—in the context of conspiracy beliefs. Inspired by the
Kennedy assassination, McCauley and Jacques (1979) designed a series
of studies in which participants read how a man tried to shoot a presi-
dent. It was varied whether or not the president was hit and died (big
consequence) or whether the president was missed and stayed alive
(small consequence). As a measure of conspiracy beliefs, participants
were askedwhether they believed that theman acted alone, orwhether
this manwasmember of a group organized to kill the president. Results
indicated that participants were more likely to suspect a conspiracy
when the president died as opposed to lived. Subsequent studies
found further evidence for these effects of consequence size on conspir-
acy beliefs (LeBoeuf & Norton, 2012; Leman & Cinirella, 2007).

It stands to reason that one's concern about highly consequential so-
cietal events, and one's need tomake sense of it, vary depending on how
close one feels to the group that is affected by a harmful incident. Note,
however, that people frequently endorse conspiracy beliefs about im-
pactful events that did not directly target their own group. As a case in
point, many EU citizens strongly endorse conspiracy beliefs about the
9-11 strikes, even though these attacks targeted the US, and influenced
the EU only indirectly (Swami et al., 2010).Why do people form conspir-
acy beliefs about impactful events that happened elsewhere in the
world? In the present researchwe reason that perspective taking is likely
to facilitate this process: People feel a stronger need tomake sense of im-
pactful events to the extent that they take the perspective of the group
that is under threat, and display an increase in conspiracy beliefs accord-
ingly. In the following, we introduce our line of reasoning in more detail.

Perspective taking and conspiracy beliefs

In everyday social interaction people are often required to take the
perspective of others when ascribing mental states to them, such as
motivations, desires, emotions, and cognitions (e.g., Batson, 1991;
Davis et al., 2004). Such perspective taking elicits empathy, a phenome-
nological response to the experiences of others that includes affective
and cognitive components. Affectively, taking the perspective of others
who experience some form of misfortune has been found to evoke an
emotional experience that resembles the emotional experience of the
victim (Batson, Eklund, Chermok, Hoyt, & Ortiz, 2007). Cognitively, tak-
ing the perspective of others increases the extent to which people per-
ceive the self as connected to these others. Indeed, research reveals
that perspective taking strengthens associative links between the self
and an outgroup (Todd & Burgmer, 2013). Taking the perspective of
outgroupmembersmay hence tighten the affective and perceptual con-
nection that a person experiences with the outgroup, and possibly even
induce overarching mental categorizations into a common identity
(Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000).

Onemight therefore expect that when people adopt the perspective
of a group of citizens whose well-being is substantially threatened by
impactful societal events, they have an increased desire to understand
how these societal events originated. Specifically, we propose that the
empathic experience resulting from perspective taking induces a
sense of vicarious distress when perceiving how others are victimized.
After all, perspective taking, aswell as feelings of closeness or sympathy,
induce perceivers to have similar experiences as victims and connects
the self with the group (e.g., Batson et al., 2007; Loewenstein & Small,
2007). Once the self becomes aligned with the group that is under
threat, people start to worry about the threat, and become personally
motivated to make sense of the event (cf. Van den Bos, 2009). Indeed,
Park (2010) notes that events that are considered stressful to the self
can “create the distress that drives meaning-making efforts” (p. 259).
Such sense-making motivation gives rise to belief in conspiracy theo-
ries, due to an increased vigilance about potentially suspect features of
the harmful event, and an increased desire to develop coherent and
causal explanations of how and why an event emerged (Hofstadter,
1966; Shermer, 2011). These processes are less likely among people
who do not take the perspective of a group that was harmed by an im-
pactful and consequential event.Without perspective taking, what hap-
pens to others is of little relevance to the self, and therefore less likely
initiates the sense-making processes that have the potential to increase
conspiracy beliefs.

These implications of psychologically connecting the self to victim-
ized or threatened groups are consistent with related insights into the
processes underlying conspiracy beliefs. It has been noted that conspir-
acy beliefs can be conceptualized as a formof intergroup threat, where a
powerful outgroup (e.g., the political elite; CEOs) is perceived as threat-
ening and deceptive towards a valued ingroup (e.g., fellow citizens)
(Van Prooijen & Van Lange, 2014; see also Kramer & Messick, 1998).
Empirical studies indeed underscore the intergroup dimension of con-
spiracy beliefs, which are more prevalent among marginalized groups
in society (e.g., Crocker, Luhtanen, Broadnax, & Blaine, 1999) and are
driven by group ideology (Swami, 2012). Thus, being part of a threat-
ened group increases conspiracy beliefs, lending credibility to the idea
that taking the perspective of a threatened groupmay also increase con-
spiracy beliefs.

Furthermore, our line of reasoning is reminiscent of theories that
focus on the processes through which people make sense of the fate of
victimized others. Lerner and Miller (1978; p. 1031) noted that the
need to make sense of a group of victims' fate increases to the extent
that people perceive the self as more strongly connected to these vic-
tims. Furthermore, research findings are consistent with the idea that
people experience more distress about victims when they experience
various forms of self-other overlap, such as a common group member-
ship (Correia, Vala, & Aguiar, 2007), or a mindset that cognitively
merges the self with others (i.e., social self-activation; Van Prooijen &
Van den Bos, 2009). Integrating these arguments with the proposition
that conspiracy beliefs are functional to copewith events that perceivers
consider distressing, it is hence likely that taking the perspective of a
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group that was faced with a highly impactful and harmful event has the
potential to increase conspiracy beliefs.

In sum, we propose that consequence–causematching in conspiracy
beliefs is moderated by perspective taking. More specifically, we pre-
dicted that the consequence size of a societal event shapes conspiracy
beliefs particularly among people who take the perspective of the
group that is influenced by the event. We tested this general hypothesis
in five studies.

Study 1

In Study 1, we manipulated perspective taking in the context of a
bogus newspaper article that described how an influential opposition
leader in an African country was victim of a car crash. The use of a
bogus event enabled us to investigate people's spontaneous formation
of conspiracy beliefs without being exposed to external influences
(e.g., the media, internet, peers). In the perspective-taking condition,
participants were asked to take the perspective of the citizens of that
country; in the control condition, participants were asked to evaluate
the situation objectively (e.g., Batson et al., 2007; Epley, Caruso, &
Bazerman, 2006; Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000). Furthermore, we ma-
nipulated whether the opposition leader died in the crash (big conse-
quence) versus miraculously survived the crash (small consequence).
To operationalize conspiracy beliefs, we asked questions assessing par-
ticipants' beliefs that the crashwas in fact an organized assassination at-
tempt.We predicted that participantswould bemore inclined to believe
in a conspiracy when the opposition leader died as opposed to lived, but
especially so when they took the perspective of the group that is influ-
enced by the incident (i.e., the citizens of the African country).

Method

Participants and design
We assigned 71 participants (14 men, 57 women; Mage = 20.82)

randomly to the conditions of a 2 (perspective taking: perspective ver-
sus objective) × 2 (consequence size: small versus big) factorial design.
Participants were recruited in student cafeterias, and were paid € 2.50
or given course credit for participation.

Procedure
Upon entry in the laboratory, participants were placed in separate

cubicles that contained computer equipment, which was used to
present the stimulus materials and register the data. Participants were
informed that they would read a newspaper article about events in
the African country of Benin that took place two years ago (although
Benin is an existing country, the newspaper article contained only
bogus information; no participants objected to this upon debriefing).
Participants were informed that the article would be about a political
opposition leader, named Yayi Godo. We thenmanipulated perspective
taking (Batson et al., 2007; Epley et al., 2006; Galinsky & Moskowitz,
2000). In the perspective-taking condition participants were asked to
take the perspective of the citizens of Benin, and to imagine that they
themselves were born in Benin when evaluating the newspaper article.
In the objective control condition, participants were asked to evaluate
the situation as objectively as possible.

Participants then read the article, in which Godo was presented as a
powerful opposition leader who was likely to win the elections next
month. The article described how Godo was the victim of a severe car
crash. In the big consequence condition, participants read that Godo
died as a consequence of the car crash, and that the elections would
be postponed until further notice. In the small consequence condition,
participants read that Godo miraculously survived the crash with only
minor injuries, and that the elections would proceed as planned.

To measure conspiracy beliefs we posed the following three ques-
tions (1 = completely disagree, 7 = completely agree): “This was in fact
an assault”, “The brakeswere sabotaged”, and “This accidentwas caused
by the government of Benin”. These three items were averaged into
a reliable conspiracy belief scale (α = .88). We also inserted a
manipulation check of our perspective taking manipulation. Hence,
participants responded to the following three questions (1= completely
disagree, 7= completely agree): “I empathizewith the citizens of Benin”,
“I have many similarities with the citizens of Benin”, and “I am
concerned about the future of Benin”. These items had good reliability
(α= .73), and we aggregated them into an empathy scale. Participants
were then thanked, debriefed, and given their course credit or payment.

Results

Manipulation check
A 2 (perspective taking) × 2 (consequence size) ANOVA on the em-

pathy scale yielded a significant main effect of the perspective taking
manipulation only, F(1, 67) = 8.93, p b .01; ω2 = .11. Participants in
the perspective taking condition reported more empathy with the citi-
zens of Benin (M= 4.07, SD = 1.21) than participants in the objective
control condition (M = 3.27, SD = 1.02). Importantly, both the main
effect of consequence size and the interaction were nonsignificant
(ps N .18), indicating that perspective taking varied empathy indepen-
dent from the consequence size manipulation (i.e., big consequences
did not make participants more or less empathic). From these analyses
we conclude that the perspective-taking manipulation was induced
successfully.

Conspiracy beliefs
A2 (perspective taking) × 2 (consequence size) ANOVA on ourmea-

sure of conspiracy beliefs revealed a significant main effect of
consequence size, F(1, 67)= 7.50,p b .01;ω2= .08. Participants report-
ed a stronger belief in conspiracy theories when consequenceswere big
(M= 4.18, SD= 1.20) thanwhen consequenceswere small (M= 3.45,
SD = 1.10), which replicates previous findings (LeBoeuf & Norton,
2012; Leman&Cinirella, 2007;McCauley& Jacques, 1979).More impor-
tant was that thismain effect was qualified by the predicted interaction,
F(1, 67) = 4.47, p b .04; ω2 = .05.

The interaction is displayed graphically in Fig. 1. Consequence size
exerted a significant effect within the perspective taking condition,
F(1, 67) = 11.75, p b .01; ω2 = .13, indicating that people expressed
stronger conspiracy beliefs in the big consequence condition (M =
4.59, SD = 1.32) than in the small consequence condition (M = 3.29,
SD= 1.06). The effect of consequence sizewas nonsignificant in the ob-
jective control condition, F b 1 (for the big consequence condition,M=
3.76, SD= 0.94; for the small consequence condition, M = 3.59, SD=
1.15). These findings provide preliminary support for our hypothesis.

Furthermore, it can be noted that perspective taking exerted a
significant effect on conspiracy beliefs in the big consequence condition,
F(1, 67) = 4.92, p= .03;ω2 = .05. This effect was not significant in the
small consequence condition, F b 1.

Discussion

The results revealed that an event with big and harmful conse-
quences increased conspiracy beliefs compared to an event with small
consequences, but only among participants who took the perspective
of the group that was impacted by the event. Thus, Study 1 supported
the line of reasoning that was laid out in the introduction. In Study 2,
we seek to replicate and extend these findings: Specifically, we exam-
ined perspective-taking ability as an individual-difference measure.
Moreover, we operationalized conspiracy beliefs differently to exclude
an alternative explanation.

Study 2

Whereas participants in Study 1 received explicit perspective-taking
instructions, in Study 2 we expand on that by examining whether



Fig. 1. Belief in conspiracy theories as a function of perspective taking and consequence size—Study 1. Ratingswereon7-point scales, and higher values indicate stronger conspiracy beliefs.

1 The full design of Study 2 also contained a perspective taking manipulation. The data
revealed, however, that this manipulation was unsuccessfully induced in this study. Spe-
cifically, perspective taking exerted no effect on the same empathy scale that was mea-
sured in Study 1 to check this manipulation (α = .62), F b 1. We therefore dropped this
manipulation from the analyses.
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individual differences in perspective-taking ability predict conspiracy
beliefs. We first measured perspective-taking ability by means of the
“Reading theMind in the Eyes” test,which is designed to assess people's
capacity to infer other people'smental states (i.e., “Theory ofMind”; Van
Doesum, Van Lange, & Van Lange, 2013). In the Reading theMind in the
Eyes test, participants are presented with 36 pictures that each displays
the eye-region of the face of an actor or actress. For each picture, partic-
ipants are presented with four words describing possible mental states
(e.g., confused; irritated), and their task is to indicate which of these
mental states most closely matches the eyes. Only one of these options
is the correct response. Upon completion of the test, the total number of
correct responses is calculated for each participant. Contrary to more
traditional perspective-taking measures which usually are based on
self report (e.g., Davis, 1983), the Reading the Mind in the Eyes test is
an indicator of people's actual ability to take the perspective of another
person, and is relatively insensitive to socially desirable response pat-
terns (for details, see Baron-Cohen et al., 2001). Recent empirical studies
hence included theReading theMind in the Eyes test as indicator of per-
spective taking (Van Doesum, Van Lange, & Van Lange, 2013; Van Honk
et al., 2012).

Such perspective-taking ability is sometimes also referred to as “cog-
nitive empathy”, and is assumed to be an automatic and unconscious
skill that enables perceivers to understand the complex emotions that
other humans experience (Van Honk et al., 2012). Importantly,
perspective-taking ability tests the proposed process from a slightly dif-
ferent angle, as it involves psychological dynamics that are not fully the
same as inducing perspective taking (for instance, perspective-taking
ability does not predict perspective taking efforts; Eyal & Epley, 2010;
Stinson & Ickes, 1992). Whereas perspective-taking efforts connect the
self with the victimized group by actively imagining the experiences
of that group, having high perspective-taking ability connects the self
with the group through an increased mental capacity to understand
and appreciate the distress that the victimized group endures. Such au-
tomatic understanding of the victimized group's perspective may in-
crease awareness of potentially suspect features of the consequential
events threatening that group, and therefore increase vigilance about
a possible conspiracy.

As a second extension, we modified our operationalization of con-
spiracy beliefs. Based on Study 1 alone, it is hard to establish whether
the present findings pertain to conspiracy beliefs per se, or rather, to
the more general human tendency to perceive events as intentional.
Not all events that are intentional are conspirational, and hence, it is im-
portant to find out whether these effects are about conspiracy beliefs
specifically or about perceived intentionality more generally. We
therefore operationalized conspiracy beliefs in a setting that kept inten-
tionality constant. Participants again received a bogus newspaper article
about an African opposition leader, but inspired by the McCauley and
Jacques (1979) study, in this newspaper article it was described how
the opposition leader was shot. To manipulate consequence size, we
varied whether or not the opposition leader was hit in the head and
died (big consequence) or was hit in the arm and survived (small
consequence). We then measured conspiracy beliefs by assessing
participants' beliefs whether the assassination attempt was the work
of a lone gunman, or whether it was the work of a conspiracy
(cf. McCauley & Jacques, 1979). Thus, the event was clearly intentional
in all conditions, and we measured participant's tendency to attribute
this assault to a conspirational network. Based on our general hypothe-
sis, we predicted stronger conspiracy beliefs if the opposition leader
died as opposed to lived, but particularly among participants with
high perspective-taking ability.

Method

Participants and design
We recruited 79 participants (39 men, 40 women; Mage = 21.42,

SD= 3.19) from student cafeterias. We implemented a design in
whichwemeasured perspective-taking ability as a continuous indepen-
dent variable, and randomly assigned participants to consequence size
conditions (big consequence versus small consequence).1 The study
was part of a battery of studies that lasted approximately 20min. Partic-
ipants were again given course credit, or paid € 2.50, for participation.

Procedure
The study took place in the same laboratory as Study 1, andwas pre-

sented as two separate experiments. Participants started with “Experi-
ment 1” in which we measured their perspective-taking ability by
assessing the Reading the Mind in the Eyes test (Baron-Cohen et al.,
2001), and then summed the number of correct responses for each par-
ticipant (M= 24.49, SD= 4.30). Participants were then informed that
they would participate in a second, unrelated experiment in which they
would read a newspaper article about an opposition leader (Godo) in
Benin who was about to win the elections. Contrary to Study 1,
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however, it was described howGodo's car was shot at by amotor cyclist
in front of a traffic light. In the big consequence condition, it was de-
scribed how Godo was hit in the head and died. In this condition, the
electionswere postponed until further notice. In the small consequence
condition, it was described how Godo was hit in the arm and survived.
In this condition, the electionswould proceed as planned. In both condi-
tions, participants were informed that themotor cyclist was arrested by
the police.

We then measured conspiracy beliefs by means of the following
questions (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): “There must
have been more people involved in planning this assault”, “This assault
was the work of a conspiracy”, “People with a lot of power gave the
order for this assault”, and “It is impossible that this assault was the
work of a single individual”. These four items were averaged into a reli-
able conspiracy scale (α= .84). To check the consequence size manip-
ulation, we asked the following questions (1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree): “The described situation ended well for Godo”, “Godo
is lucky that this event ended in theway it did”, and “The assault has lit-
tle consequences for the elections”. We recoded all these items so that
high scores indicate perceptions of big and harmful consequences. The
consequence size measure had high reliability (α = .81). After that,
the experiment ended, and participants were thanked, debriefed, and
given their course credit or payment.

Results

Statistical analyses
The results were analyzed by means of hierarchical regression anal-

yses. The centered perspective-taking measure and the effect-coded
consequence size manipulation (1 for the big consequence condition,
−1 for the small consequence condition) were specified in Step 1, and
the interaction term was added to the regression model in Step 2
(Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003).

Manipulation check
The analysis on the consequence size measure revealed that only

Step 1 was significant (R2 = .63), F(2, 76) = 63.31, p b .001. This effect
was attributable to the strong main effect of the consequence size ma-
nipulation (B = 1.34, p b .001). Participants perceived bigger conse-
quences of the assault for Godo and Benin in the big consequence
condition (M= 6.02, SD= 1.08) than in the small consequence condi-
tion (M = 3.35, SD = 1.03). Furthermore, both the main effect of
perspective-taking ability (B = .03, p = .37) and the interaction (B =
.00, p = .97) were nonsignificant. These latter findings indicate that
perspective-taking ability did not influence people's perceptions of
how big or harmful consequences are. It can thus be concluded that
the consequence size manipulation was induced successfully.

Conspiracy beliefs
The results of the regression analysis are displayed in Table 1. This

analysis revealed that only Step 2, in which the predicted interaction
term was added to the regression model, was significant, (ΔR2 = .07),
F(1, 75) = 5.76, p b .02. The interaction is displayed graphically in
Table 1
Results from hierarchical regression analyses: Conspiracy beliefs as a function of
perspective-taking ability and consequence size (Study 2).

Step 1 β t(76)

Perspective-taking ability .22 1.96†

Consequence size .10 0.89

Step 2 β t(75)

Perspective taking × consequence size .26 2.40⁎

Note.
⁎ p b .05.
† p b .10.
Fig. 2. We further examined this interaction by means of simple slopes
analyses in which we tested the effect of consequence size at +1 and
−1 SD of the mean of the perspective taking measure. Among partici-
pants who scored high on perspective-taking ability, the effect of conse-
quence sizewas significant (B= .48, p= .02), revealing that conspiracy
beliefs were stronger in the condition where consequences were big
than in the conditionwhere consequenceswere small. The effect of con-
sequence size was nonsignificant among participants who scored low
on perspective-taking ability (B=− .22, p= .29). These results further
corroborated our hypothesis.

It can also be noted that perspective-taking ability significantly pre-
dicted conspiracy beliefs in the big consequence condition (B = .15,
p= .002). In the small consequence condition this effect was nonsignif-
icant (B = − .01, p = .88).

Discussion

The findings of Study 2 further support our line of reasoning, and re-
veal that the conclusions generalize to other operationalizations of per-
spective taking and conspiracy beliefs. Moreover, these findings were
obtained in a setting where conspiracy beliefs could not be attributed
to an increased tendency to perceive events as intentional. Whereas in
all conditions the incident was clearly intentional (i.e., a deliberate as-
sassination attempt), the effects materialized on the size of the conspir-
atorial network that participants perceived. Finally, the manipulation
check in Study 2 excludes the alternative interpretation that
perspective-taking ability influences perceptions of how big and harm-
ful consequences are, as indicated by the nonsignificant effect of
perspective-taking ability on perceived consequence size.

Study 3

In Study 3, we examined whether the processes described in this
contribution hold implications for actual conspiracy beliefs that many
people endorse in everyday life. For this purpose, we tested our hypoth-
esis in the context of a real societal event that elicited a lot of conspiracy
theorizing among people all over the world: The 9-11 terrorist attacks.
Although there is a lot of variability in the specific details of various 9-
11 conspiracy theories, the overarching theme inmost of these theories
is an allegation that these attacks were secretly orchestrated by the
Bush administration, for instance to increase support for a political
agenda to invade Iraq. In a correlational study among Dutch partici-
pants, we tested whether perspective-taking ability and perceived con-
sequence size would predict participants' belief in a 9-11 governmental
conspiracy.
3

4

Low High
Perspective-taking ability

Fig. 2. Belief in conspiracy theories as a function of perspective-taking ability and conse-
quence size—Study 2. Ratings were on 7-point scales, and higher values indicate stronger
conspiracy beliefs.
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Method

Participants
A total of 80 participants (40 men, 40 women;Mage = 21.01, SD=

2.56) were recruited in student cafeterias. The study lasted approxi-
mately 20 min, and participants were given course credit or € 2.50 for
participation.

Procedure
The study took place in the same laboratory as the previous studies,

and was presented as two separate experiments. Participants started
with “Experiment 1” in which we—as part of a larger battery of mea-
sures—again measured their perspective-taking abilities by means of
the Reading the Mind in the Eyes test (M = 23.85, SD= 5.25).

After this, participants were informed that they would conduct an
unrelated study on how students perceived the terrorist attacks of 11
September 2001. We measured perceived consequence size by means
of the following four questions: “How much influence did the attacks
have on theworld?” (1= a little, 7 = a lot), “Towhat extent do you be-
lieve that theworld has changed as a consequence of the attacks?” (1=
a little, 7 = a lot), “To what extent do you believe that the attacks con-
stitute an important part of the history of the world?” (1 = not at all,
7 = very much), and “How many people have directly or indirectly ex-
perienced negative consequences of the attacks?” (1 = very few, 7 =
very many). These four items were averaged into a reliable measure of
perceived consequence size (α = .71). It should be noted that the
Mean of perceived consequence size was rather high among partici-
pants (M= 6.05, SD= 0.71), a point to which we return in the discus-
sion below. Perceived consequence size was uncorrelated with the
measure of perspective-taking ability (r = .18, p = .11).

Conspiracy beliefs were measured by means of the following four
items (1= certainly not, 7 = certainly): “To what extent do you believe
that peoplewhowere affiliatedwith theGeorgeW. Bush administration
gave the order for the attacks?”, “Towhat extent do you believe that the
George W. Bush administration had reason to be happy about the at-
tacks?”, “Towhat extent do you believe that the attacks were in fact or-
ganized by the George W. Bush administration?”, and “To what extent
do you believe that president George W. Bush was personally involved
in planning the attacks?”. These four itemswere averaged into a reliable
conspiracy belief scale (α= .93). After this, participants were thanked,
debriefed, and either paid or given their course credit.

Results

The results of hierarchical regression analyses are displayed in
Table 2. The analysis indicated that Step 1 was nonsignificant, F b 1,
but Step 2, in which the predicted interaction term was added to
the model, was significant (ΔR2 = .05), F(1, 76) = 4.01, p b .05.
The interaction is displayed graphically in Fig. 3. To further examine
the interaction, we conducted simple slopes analyses in which we
tested the effect of perceived consequence size on conspiracy beliefs
among people scoring high (+1 SD) and low (−1 SD) on
perspective-taking ability. As predicted, the effect of perceived con-
sequence size was significant among participants with high
Table 2
Results from hierarchical regression analyses: Conspiracy beliefs as a function of
perspective-taking ability and perceived consequence size (Study 3).

Step 1 β t(77)

Perspective-taking ability −.07 −0.57
Perceived consequence size .08 0.69

Step 2 β t(76)

Perspective taking × consequence size .24 2.00⁎

Note.
⁎ p b .05.
perspective-taking ability (B= .80, p b .05), such that perceived con-
sequence size positively predicted participants' inclination to believe
in a 9-11 conspiracy (see Fig. 3). The effect of perceived consequence
size was nonsignificant among participants with low perspective-
taking ability (B = − .18, p = .57). These results further support
our hypothesis.

It can further be noted that the effects of perspective-ability were
nonsignificant among participants who perceived consequences to be
big (+1 SD) (B= .07, p= .24) as well as among participants who per-
ceived consequences to be small (B = − .07, p = .11). Apparently, in
this study the effects of consequence size among participants high in
perspective-taking ability was driven by both participants that per-
ceived 9-11 to be a relatively big event, and by participants that per-
ceived 9-11 to be a relatively small event. In the General Discussion,
we revisit this finding in comparison to the other studies.

Discussion

The results extend the findings of Studies 1 and 2 by revealing evi-
dence for the hypothesis in the context of a real event. Although the
event took place in the US, Dutch participants who scored high on
perspective-taking ability made inferences about the existence (or non-
existence) of a 9-11 governmental conspiracy depending on howconse-
quential they believed the 9-11 strikes had been for the world. These
findings further support the idea that the combination of perspective
taking and perceived consequence size may explain why people often
endorse conspiracy beliefs about events that happen elsewhere in the
world.

It should be noted that the overall mean of perceived consequence
size was rather high, implying that most participants who score lower
than average on this measure still tend to score high in the absolute
sense. This is not surprising, given that the 9-11 strikes were highly con-
sequential events (e.g., being the largest attack on US soil since Pearl Har-
bour, killing over 3000 people, and provoking two wars). Despite this
high base-rate, relative differences between participants may still be
quite diagnostic for diverging subjective perceptions of consequence
size, and the corresponding extent to which participants are concerned
about this event. The results indicate that the variance in this measure
was sufficient to reveal the predicted effects, suggesting that individually
different interpretations of consequence size may meaningfully predict
conspiracy beliefs even in the case of objectively impactful societal events.

Study 4

We conducted a fourth study to resolve an ambiguity regarding the
underlying process that causes this effect. Our line of reasoning hinges
1

2

Low High
Perspective-taking ability

Fig. 3. Belief in conspiracy theories as a function of perspective-taking ability and per-
ceived consequence size—Study 3. Ratings were on 7-point scales, and higher values indi-
cate more belief in a 9-11 conspiracy.
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on the assumption that perspective taking increases the extent towhich
people empathize with a specific group that is influenced by a conse-
quential and harmful event. An alternative possibility, however, is that
taking another person's perspective stimulates perceivers' general ten-
dency to assume agency when making sense of impactful events.
There is literature that is consistent with this interpretation. Shermer
(2011) noted that conspiracy beliefs are the result of various comple-
mentary processes, one of them being “agenticity” (i.e., the tendency
to attribute events to deliberate agents). Moreover, it has been noted
that theory of mind is closely associated with agency detection, which
in turn predicts a variety of belief systems, including supernatural be-
liefs and religion (e.g., Atran & Henrich, 2010; Bering, 2011). Based on
our first three studies, it is impossible to determine which of these pro-
cesses account for the current results. After all, in Study 1we did not in-
clude a condition in which participants took the perspective of a group
that was not under threat, and in Studies 2 and 3 we used a general
measure of perspective taking ability.

To get a clearer picture which of these processes accounts for our re-
sults, we extended our Study 1 design by including a third perspective-
taking condition in which participants were instructed to take the per-
spective of a group that was not impacted by the incident (i.e., the aver-
age Dutch citizen). If the effects of perspective taking are attributable to
empathy for a specific threatened group, we should find the effects of
consequence size on conspiracy beliefs only among participants who
take the perspective of the citizens of Benin. If the effects of perspective
taking are attributable to a general activation of people's agency detec-
tionmodules, we shouldfind the effects of consequence size on conspir-
acy beliefs also among participants who take the perspective of a
different group.

Method

Participants and design
We tested our hypothesis bymeans of a 3 (perspective taking: Benin

citizen versus Dutch citizen versus objective) × 2 (Consequence size:
small versus big) factorial design. We recruited 114 participants for
this study (33 men, 81 women; Mage = 21.38, SD = 5.08). The study
was followed by another, unrelated study. Together the studies lasted
about 15min, and participants received either course credit or payment
(€ 2,=) for participation.

Procedure
The study employed a similar bogusnewspaper article as Study 1, in-

cluding the consequence size manipulation in which the opposition
leader (Godo) either dies in a car crash, or survives the crash with
minor injuries. To manipulate perspective taking, we again varied
whether or not participants took the perspective of the citizens of
Benin or took a neutral perspective, but we added a third perspective
taking condition. In this condition, participants were asked to take the
perspective of the average Dutch citizen, and to imagine what the aver-
age Dutch citizen would think when reading the article.

To measure conspiracy beliefs, we extended the measure of Study 1
somewhat, and further improved it by also including reverse-scored
items. We specifically asked participants' agreement to the following
statements (1= strongly disagree, 7= strongly agree): “The press agen-
cy withholds information”, “This was in fact an assault”, “A conspiracy
was behind this accident”, “This accident was caused with the intention
to kill Godo”, “Several people conspired to make this look like an
accident”, “Godo's accident was planned in advance by powerful indi-
viduals”, “This accident could have happened to anyone” (recoded),
and “No-one is to blame for this accident” (recoded). Participants' re-
sponses to these items were averaged into a reliable conspiracy belief
scale (α = .90).

To check the consequence size manipulation, we asked participants'
agreement to the following statements (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 =
Strongly agree): “Things eventually ended well for Godo” (recoded),
“This accident has major consequences for Benin”, and “Godo is lucky
that this ended the way it did” (recoded). We averaged responses to
these items into a reliable consequence size check (α = .83). To check
the perspective taking manipulation, we asked the following questions
(1=Not at all, 7=Verymuch): “I empathizewith the citizens of Benin”,
“I identify with the citizens of Benin”, I have a lot of similarities with the
citizens of Benin”, and “I am concerned about the future of Benin”. Re-
sponses to these items were averaged into a reliable Benin-empathy
scale (α= .83). To also check the added condition inwhich participants
took the perspective of the average Dutch citizen, we asked the follow-
ing questions (1 = Not at all, 7 = Very much): “To what extent did you
take the perspective of the average Dutch citizen?” and “Towhat extent
did you evaluate the situation while taking the perspective of the aver-
age Dutch citizen?”. Responses to these items were averaged into a
Dutch-perspective taking check (α = .83). After this, the experiment
ended, and participants were thanked, debriefed, and given their course
credit or payment.

Results

Manipulation checks
We analyzed the results with 3 (perspective taking) × 2 (conse-

quence size) ANOVAs. The results on the consequence size manipula-
tion check revealed a significant consequence size main effect, F(1,
108) = 273.36, p b .001;ω2 = .70. Participants in the big consequence
condition perceived bigger consequences (M = 5.90, SD = 1.09) than
participants in the small consequence condition (M = 2.98, SD =
0.77). None of the other effects were significant (ps N .35). These results
suggest that the consequence size manipulation was perceived as
intended.

On the Benin-empathy scale, results revealed a significant perspec-
tive taking main effect only, F(2, 108) = 14.49, p b .001; ω2 = .19.
The consequence size main effect and the interaction were nonsignifi-
cant (ps N .15). A subsequent Tukey's HSD test (p b .05) indicated that
participants' empathic feelings about the citizens of Benin were signifi-
cantly stronger in the conditionwhere participants took the perspective
of the citizens of Benin (M = 4.19, SD = 1.12) than in the condition
where participants took the perspective of the average Dutch citizen
(M = 2.83, SD = 1.24) or the objective control condition (M = 2.96,
SD = 1.32). The latter two conditions did not differ significantly (p =
.88). Thus, participants empathize more with the citizens of Benin
when taking their perspective than when taking the perspective of the
average Dutch citizen or in the control condition, as was intended
with this manipulation.

Furthermore, on the Dutch-perspective taking check, results re-
vealed a significant perspective taking main effect, F(2, 108) = 28.82,
p b .001;ω2= .33. The consequence sizemain effect and the interaction
bothwere nonsignificant (ps N .14). A Tukey HSD test (p b .05) revealed
that participants took the perspective of the average Dutch citizen
more strongly in the Dutch citizen perspective condition (M = 5.53,
SD =0.72) than in the Benin citizen perspective condition (M = 3.59,
SD = 1.40) or the objective control condition (M = 3.74, SD = 1.54).
The latter two conditions did not differ significantly (p = .87). These
results reveal that the Dutch citizen perspective taking condition was
induced successfully.

Conspiracy beliefs
We then proceeded to analyze participants' belief in conspiracy

theories. Results revealed a significant perspective taking main
effect, F(2, 108) = 4.22, p b .02; ω2 = .05. According to Tukey's HSD
test (p b .05), conspiracy beliefs were significantly stronger in the
Benin-citizen perspective taking condition (M = 4.55, SD = 0.97)
than in the control condition (M = 3.88, SD = 1.09). The mean in the
Dutch-citizen perspective taking condition was intermediate between
the other two conditions (M = 4.42, SD = 1.20), and did not differ
significantly from the Benin-citizen perspective taking condition (p =
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.85), or from the control condition (p = .07). More important for the
current purposes is thefinding that the predicted interactionwas signif-
icant, F(2, 108) = 4.02, p b .03; ω2 = .05. The interaction is displayed
graphically in Fig. 4.

To further examine the nature of the interaction, we conducted sim-
ple main effect analyses. Participants who took the perspective of the
citizens of Benin endorsed stronger conspiracy beliefs if consequence
size was big (M = 4.99, SD = 1.01) than if consequence size was
small (M = 4.11, SD = 0.69), F(1, 108) = 6.55, p b .02; ω2 = .05. The
simple main effect of consequence size was nonsignificant among
participants who took the perspective of the average Dutch citizen,
F(1, 108)= 2.06, p= .15;ω2= .01 (for the big consequence condition,
M = 4.18, SD = 1.37; for the small consequence condition, M = 4.66,
SD = 0.98). Furthermore, the simple main effect of consequence size
was nonsignificant in the objective control condition, F b 1 (for the big
consequence condition, M = 3.99, SD = 1.28; for the small conse-
quence condition, M = 3.76, SD = 0.88). These results suggest that
the effects of consequence size on conspiracy beliefs materialize only
among participants who take the perspective of the specific group that
is under threat (i.e., the citizens of Benin).

Finally, we again analyzed the effects of perspective taking within
consequence size conditions. The effect of perspective taking was
significant in the big consequences condition, F(2, 108) = 4.73, p =
.01; ω2 = .06. An interaction contrast analysis revealed that, when
consequences were big, taking the perspective of the citizens of Benin
increased conspiracy beliefs compared to the other two conditions,
F(1, 108) = 9.13, p = .003; ω2 = .07. The Dutch citizen and objective
control condition did not differ significantly, F b 1. Unexpectedly, the ef-
fect of perspective-takingwas also significant in the small consequences
condition, F(2, 108) = 3.45, p = .03; ω2 = .05. An interaction contrast
analysis revealed that, when consequences were small, taking the per-
spective of the average Dutch citizen increased conspiracy beliefs com-
pared to the other two conditions, F(1, 108) = 5.90, p= .02;ω2 = .04.
The Benin-citizen condition did not differ significantly from the control
condition, F b 1.

Discussion

The results support the idea that consequence size shapes conspira-
cy beliefs only among people who experience empathy for the specific
group that is affected by a harmful event. The results did not support
the alternative assertion that the effects of perspective taking on con-
spiracy beliefs are due to a general activation of the mental modules
that facilitate agency detection. This does not imply that agency detec-
tion is necessarily unrelated to conspiracy beliefs—conceptually, agency
detection is central in many belief systems, including conspiracy beliefs
Fig. 4. Belief in conspiracy theories as a function of perspective taking and consequence size—Stu
(Shermer, 2011). Rather, our findings imply that the effects of perspec-
tive taking on conspiracy beliefs are not attributable to activation of
agency detection modules. It can be concluded that the effects of per-
spective taking on conspiracy beliefs only emerge if perceivers take
the perspective of the specific group that is under threat.

The results also unexpectedly revealed relatively strong conspiracy
beliefs in the small consequences condition among participants that
took the perspective of the average Dutch citizen. The effect of conse-
quence size was nonsignificant in the Dutch citizen condition, however.
One speculative possibility is that participants simply assumed that the
average Dutch citizen is quite suspicious about any event happening in
Africa. Be that as it may, more important for the present purposes is the
finding that the consequence size manipulation predicts conspiracy be-
liefs only in the Benin-citizen condition, which is consistent with the
findings of the previous studies.

Study 5

Study 5 was designed to test the role of sense-making motivation in
these findings. Specifically, our line of reasoning was based on the
notion that taking the perspective of a group that is threatened by a
harmful and consequential event connects the self with the group, and
as a consequence, makes people personally worried about the event
(e.g., Batson et al., 2007; Loewenstein & Small, 2007; Park, 2010). Such
sense-makingmotivation is then expected to increase belief in conspir-
acy theories. In Study 5, we tested this process. We kept big
consequences constant, and measured participants' own desire to un-
derstand the causes of the harmful event. We predicted that partici-
pants' own motivation to make sense of an event that threatens a
different group would mediate the effects of perspective taking on con-
spiracy beliefs.

Furthermore, we sought to extend Studies 1 and 4 by means of an
additional control condition. Specifically, in Studies 1 and 4 we com-
pared a perspective-taking condition with a condition where partici-
pants were instructed to be as objective as possible. Although such an
objective condition is common in perspective-taking research (e.g.,
Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000), it is not a neutral condition given that
stimulating objectivity actively discourages perspective-taking (Van
Prooijen & Coffeng, 2013).We therefore included a truly neutral control
condition, that is, without any instruction related to perspective taking.

Method

Participants and design
A total of 93 participants (28 men, 65 women; Mage = 20.69) were

recruited in VU university's student cafeterias, and randomly allocated
dy 4. Ratingswereon7-point scales, and higher values indicate stronger conspiracy beliefs.
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to one of the three perspective taking conditions (perspective taking vs.
objective control vs. neutral control). The study was followed by a
different, unrelated experiment. Together the studies lasted 15 to
20 min. Participants received either 2,50 Euros or course credits for
participation.

Procedure
The experiment took place in the same laboratory as the previous

studies. Participants would read an article about events that took place
in the African country of Burundi (again, although Burundi is an existing
country, all information in the article was bogus). As in the previous
studies, in the perspective taking condition participants were asked to
take the perspective of the citizens of Burundi while evaluating the arti-
cle; in the objective condition, participants were asked to evaluate the
article as objectively as possible. In the neutral control condition, partic-
ipants did not receive such instructions.

Participants then read the article that was allegedly based on infor-
mation by a Burundi press agency. The article described how an impor-
tant political activist (“OloudouMgobi”), who is known for her criticism
of the Burundi government, dies as the result of food poisoning: She
caught the dangerous listeria bacteria after drinking chicken bouillon.
The article further stated that an important critical voice in Burundi so-
ciety is lost due to her death. Big consequences were thus held constant
in this study.

We measured conspiracy beliefs with the following questions (1 =
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): “The press agency withholds
information”, “Thiswas an assault on the life ofMgobi”, “Mgobiwas poi-
soned deliberately”, “The Burundi government gave the order for this
food poisoning”, “Mgobi is the victim of a conspiracy”, “a secret govern-
ment service planned this food poisoning in advance”, “This food poi-
soning could have happened to anyone” (recoded), and “Mgobi just
was unfortunate to eat something that happened to contain the listeria
bacteria” (recoded). These items were aggregated into a reliable con-
spiracy belief scale (α = .92).

To measure participants' motivation to make sense of what hap-
pened to Mgobi, we assessed the following four items (1 = not at all,
7 = very much): “I feel emotionally involved in this incident”, “I worry
about this incident”, “I have to ruminate over this incident”, and “I
want this incident to be investigated thoroughly”. These four items
were averaged into a reliable scale of sense-making motivation (α =
.80).

To assess how big the consequences were that participants per-
ceived, we asked participants' agreement to the following statement:
“This incident has major consequences for Burundi” (1 = strongly dis-
agree, 7 = strongly agree). Furthermore, to check the perspective taking
manipulation, we asked the following questions (1= certainly not 7 =
certainly): “I empathize with the citizens of Burundi”, “I identify with
the citizens of Burundi”, “I have a lot of similarities with the citizens of
Burundi”, and “I am concerned about the future of Burundi”. These
four items were averaged into a reliable empathy scale (α = .82). The
study then ended, and participants were debriefed, thanked, and
given their course credit or payment.

Results

Manipulation checks
The data were analyzed through one-way ANOVAs with the three

perspective-taking conditions as independent variable. The analyses re-
vealed a significant effect of the perspective-taking manipulation on
empathy, F(2, 90) = 11.11, p b .001; ω2 = .18. A subsequent Tukey's
HSD-test (p b .05) revealed that participants reported stronger empath-
ic feelings about the citizens of Burundi in the perspective-taking condi-
tion (M= 4.16, SD= 1.20) than in the objective (M= 3.03, SD= 1.08)
or the neutral control condition (M = 3.07, SD = 0.93). The objective
and neutral control conditions did not differ significantly on this
measure (p = .99). These findings indicate that the perspective-taking
manipulation was successful.

Consequence size
The perspective-taking manipulation did not exert effects on the

item assessing whether the incident had major consequences for
Burundi, F b 1 (overallM= 5.46, SD= 1.14). A t-test (two-sided) indi-
cated that this overall mean was significantly higher than the scale
mean of 4.0, t(92) = 12.39, p b .001. Thus, participants in all conditions
believed that the incident had major consequences for Burundi, as was
intended in our experimental set-up.

Conspiracy beliefs
The analysis on conspiracy beliefs revealed a significant effect of the

perspective-taking manipulation, F(2, 90) = 9.96, p b .001; ω2 = .16.
Tukey's HSD-test (p b .05) indicated that conspiracy beliefs were stron-
ger in the perspective-taking condition (M = 4.61, SD = 1.08) than in
the objective (M = 3.47, SD= 0.82) and the neutral control condition
(M = 3.95, SD = 1.06). Participants in the objective and neutral
control conditions did not differ in their endorsement of conspiracy be-
liefs (p = .15). These findings again support the idea that perspective-
taking increases conspiracy beliefs in the context of consequential
events.

Sense-making motivation
The perspective-takingmanipulation also exerted a significant effect

on participants' own motivation to make sense of what happened to
Mgobi, F(2, 90)= 4.80, p= .01;ω2= .08. Tukey's HSD-test (p b .05) re-
vealed that participants in the perspective-taking condition reported
stronger sense-makingmotivation (M= 4.02, SD= 1.24) than partici-
pants in the objective (M = 3.33, SD = 0.91) and the neutral control
conditions (M = 3.23, SD= 1.10). Sense-making motivation was thus
strongest among participants who took the perspective of the citizens
of Burundi, as predicted.

Mediational analysis
We then tested whether the effects of the perspective-taking

manipulation on conspiracy beliefs were mediated by participants'
sense-making motivation. To enable regression analyses we first
specified two orthogonal contrasts, the first contrast comparing the
perspective-taking condition versus the objective and neutral con-
trol conditions (2 −1 −1) and the second contrast comparing the
objective versus neutral control conditions (0 1 −1). Regression
analyses revealed a significant effect of the first contrast on conspir-
acy beliefs (B= .30, p b .001) and on sense-making motivation (B=
.25, p b .01), mirroring the previously reported ANOVA results.
The second contrast was nonsignificant for both variables (for
conspiracy beliefs, B = − .24, p = .06; for sense-making motivation,
B = .05, p = .70).

We then included sense-makingmotivation as independent variable
in the analysis of conspiracy beliefs. Sense-makingmotivation had a sig-
nificant effect (B= .34, p b .001), and the effect of the first contrast was
reduced, although still significant (B = .21, p b .01). A subsequent
bootstrapping analysis (5000 samples) revealed a significant indirect ef-
fect for the first contrast, indicated by the finding that the 95% confi-
dence interval does not include zero, B = .08, CI95% [.02; .19]. These
results reveal that the effect of perspective taking on conspiracy beliefs
(as compared to the objective and neutral control conditions) is partial-
lymediated by participants' ownmotivation tomake sense of the event.

General discussion

The five studies reported in this contribution reveal a consistent pat-
tern, which is that perspective taking moderates the phenomenon that
events with big consequences lead to stronger conspiracy beliefs than
events with small consequences (McCauley & Jacques, 1979; cf.
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LeBoeuf & Norton, 2012; Leman & Cinirella, 2007). Empirical findings
supported this conclusion in the context of both fictitious (Studies 1,
2, 4, and 5) and real events (Study 3). Furthermore, our studies showed
a similar pattern for explicit instructions to take the perspective of the
victimized group (Studies 1, 4, and 5) as compared to a validated test
to assess individual differences in people's perspective-taking ability
(Studies 2 and 3). Study 5 revealed empirical evidence for themediating
role of sense-making motivation, as argued in the introduction. Finally,
we replicated this finding with various conceptualizations of conse-
quence size and conspiracy beliefs. Taken together, the studies present-
ed here suggest that perspective taking increases conspiracy beliefs
following consequential events.

The more specific contributions of the present paper are twofold.
First, although conspiracy beliefs essentially is an intergroup phe-
nomenon that is characterized by a powerful outgroup that is per-
ceived to threaten one's ingroup (Kramer & Messick, 1998; Van
Prooijen & Van Lange, 2014), people frequently believe in conspiracy
theories about events that happen elsewhere in the world, and do
not directly impact their own group (Swami et al., 2010). The find-
ings reported herein reconcile these insights by pointing at the role
of perspective taking in conspiracy beliefs. Specifically, the findings
are consistent with a model stipulating that taking the perspective
of the group that was impacted by a highly consequential and
harmful event elicits the sense-making processes that are associated
with conspiracy beliefs. Second, the findings presented here also
hold implications for theorizing on perspective taking. Most
empirical studies investigated the effects of perspective taking on
the quality of interpersonal or intergroup relations (e.g., Batson
et al., 2007; Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000; Todd & Burgmer, 2013).
The present studies add to this body of literature by revealing a
somewhat unforeseen consequence of perspective taking, namely
an increase in conspiracy beliefs following harmful and consequen-
tial events that compromise the well-being of other groups. Both
the emotional and cognitive components of perspective-taking
seem to contribute to this finding, as we found converging effects
of the cognitive skill of perspective-taking ability (Studies 2 and 3)
with relatively emotional consequences of perspective-taking in-
structions (Study 5).

There is no “objective” answer to the question whether an actual
conspiracy is likely in the bogus newspaper articles of Studies 1, 2, 4,
and 5. Nevertheless, onemight reason that our consequence size ma-
nipulation could structurally vary the actual likelihood of a conspir-
acy (cf. McCauley & Jacques, 1979). It is relatively easy to exclude
this possibility as an alternative explanation of the findings in the
studies presented here. After all, the objective mathematical proba-
bility of a conspiracy following a highly (or a lowly) consequential
event is equal in the control and perspective-taking conditions, and
hence cannot explain the moderating role of perspective taking.
What is possible, however, is that perspective taking leads people
to be more perceptive of suspect features of a situation (e.g., an im-
portant opposition leader dies in a car crash right before the elec-
tions). This is consistent with our line of reasoning, stipulating that
perspective-takers are more vigilant following a consequential and
harmful event, leading them to carefully process information that in-
creases their understanding of the root causes of the event. Our
argument does not imply that perspective-takers necessarily are
more biased or paranoid; rather, they are more likely to perceive
conspiracies when a group they are concerned about is under threat,
independent from the question whether this entails unjustified
paranoia or correct conspiracy detection.

The present studies did not focus on consequential events that are
targeted at participants themselves, or at their own ingroup. One
might speculate that the effects of perspective taking are substantially
decreased, and possibly even reversed, in such situations. When one's
own well-being—or the well-being of others that are part of a
perceiver's identity, such as close kin and friends—is at stake as a result
of a consequential and harmful societal event, it is likely that people do
not need perspective-taking to feel threatened and engage in sense-
making activities. Indeed, research suggests that more personally-
oriented forms of paranoia (e.g., suspicions that others are talking
about a perceiver behind one's back) are associated with perspective-
taking deficits in both clinical and subclinical samples (Bentall,
Corcoran, Howard, Blackwood, & Kinderman, 2001). A common expla-
nation for this latter finding is that personal paranoia originates from
perceptions of a hostile social environment in which the self (or one's
direct ingroup; cf. Crocker et al., 1999) is disconnected from others.
These considerations illuminate avenues for further study, and suggest
that the present conclusions about perspective taking should be re-
stricted to conspiracy beliefs regarding events that are consequential
for different groups.

When comparing the results across the studies, onemight observe a
discrepancy in the results of Study 3 (about the 9-11 strikes) as com-
pared with Studies 1, 2, and 4: Among participants with high
perspective-taking ability there was a trend not only for perceptions
of big consequences to increase conspiracy beliefs, but also, for percep-
tions of (relatively) small consequences to decrease conspiracy beliefs.
In all likelihood, this discrepancy is due to the realistic context of
Study 3. There are many well-known conspiracy beliefs about the 9-
11 strikes that admittedly are rather far-fetched (e.g., allegations that
the twin towers collapsed because of explosives instead of the impact
of the planes). Such grandiose explanationsmay come across as implau-
sible particularly among people who have high perspective-taking abil-
ities, andwhoadditionally believe that these attackswere less impactful
than commonly assumed. Moreover, the 9-11 terrorist strikes released
strong emotional reactions among the public, and as a consequence,
produced polarized opinions about the causes of this event. We suspect
that these polarized opinions emerged particularly among people with
strong cognitive empathy, enabling them to understand the emotions
of the victims of these strikes.

These considerations suggest the broader point that perspective-
taking is likely to elicit sense-making processes aimed at understanding
the root causes of impactful events, but these processes may increase
conspiracy beliefs only under certain circumstances. As a case in point,
the 9-11 strikes not only unleashed a plethora of conspiracy beliefs im-
plicating the Bush government as part of an evil conspiracy; the 9-11
strikes also substantially increased the popularity of the Bush govern-
ment in themonths after the attacks. Such increased support for leaders
is consistent with literature on compensatory control, stipulating that
people rely more on external control systems when their personal
sense of control is compromised (Kay, Gaucher, Napier, Callan, &
Laurin, 2008). A recent study partially resolved this paradox by reveal-
ing that subjective uncertainty increases conspiracy beliefs when peo-
ple believe leaders to be immoral, but decreases conspiracy beliefs
when people believe leaders to be moral (Van Prooijen & Jostmann,
2013). Extrapolating these arguments to the present purposes, it is
well possible that perspective taking has the potential to not only in-
crease, but (in other situations) also decrease belief in conspiracy theo-
ries. Future research may therefore fruitfully delineate the conditions
underwhich perspective taking increases or decreases belief in conspir-
acy theories.

To conclude, the present contribution sought to provide an
explanation for the common observation that people frequently be-
lieve in conspiracy theories following impactful societal events,
even when the event took place elsewhere in the world. The findings
presented here reveal evidence that perspective taking is a key con-
cept to understand belief in conspiracy theories following such
events. Inducing empathy for a different group not only influences
one's relations with that group, but it also has the potential to
makes one suspicious of the threats and challenges that that group
faces. Paradoxically, seeing the world through another person's
eyes may hence increase collective paranoia in the form of conspira-
cy beliefs.
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